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Abstract

The proliferation of computer- and mobile-assisted technologies has created manifold learning 
opportunities, one being online or electronic dictionaries (ODs or EDs) that foster and advance word 
searches and boost lexicographic guidance. One such linguistic resource is Harper’s (2001) online 
etymology dictionary (OED) (https://www.etymonline.com/) that comes with web and mobile 
versions. In this context, this review intended to evaluate the aforementioned dictionary as per the 
adapted framework of Topal (2022). The OED’s potential advantages were cited as etymological, 
cultural-historical, cross-linguistic awareness/understanding, lexical enhancement, and use as an 
academic resource. On the other hand, possible downsides were specified as linguistic complexity, 
lack of pronunciation histories, textual-visual distractions, linguistic/content-related inaccuracies, 
limited language interaction, and internet dependency. Recommendations for updates and upgrades 
were made concerning the web and mobile versions. Prospective studies of qualitative and quantitative 
nature were urged for corroboration of review findings. 
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Introduction

Derived from the Latin “dictionarium” (collection of words and phrases) (Harper, 2001), a dictionary 
is a language reference tool in print and electronic form that provides its users with a vast amount 
of information (e.g., definitions, spellings, pronunciations, example sentences, synonyms, antonyms, 
parts of speech, phrases, idioms, verb conjugations, etc.) about the query item. On the one hand, the 
emergence and development of lexicography as a scientific field has produced dictionary compilations 
and academic examinations of dictionaries of any type (Jackson, 2017). On the other hand, the content 
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and variety of dictionaries has undoubtedly evolved with the emergence of the internet (Levy & 
Steel, 2015). Since the first printed dictionary in English (Johnson, 1775), the world has witnessed 
the emergence of monolingual (e.g., https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/), bilingual (e.g., 
https://www.spanishdict.com/), multilingual (e.g., https://lexicala.com/) , collegiate/learner’s (e.g., 
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/), visual (e.g., http://www.visualdictionaryonline.com/) , phonetic/
pronunciation (e.g., https://forvo.com/), video pronunciation (e.g., https://youglish.com/), and 
collocation (e.g., https://www.freecollocation.com/) dictionaries, as well as thesauri (e.g., https://www.
powerthesaurus.org/). 

ODs, according to Levy’s (2010) framework of integrating technology into language teaching, might be 
exploited at the application level in language education. Previous research cited manifold benefits to using 
dictionaries in classrooms. For instance, Summers (1988) concluded that using dictionaries provided 
learners with contextual cues and thematic establishment and thus facilitates lexical comprehension. 
Guillot and Kenning (1994) reported the potential use of monolingual electronic dictionaries as 
learning aids within the Robert Electronique Project. Winkler (2001) cited the advantages of learner’s 
dictionaries as audiovisual materials and competitive/instructive nature. Examining the learners’ 
perceptions of ODs, Jin and Deifell (2013) found that learners used different ODs for different purposes, 
especially in virtually-supported environments. In the same year, Huang and Eslami (2013) stated that 
learners primarily used dictionaries for word pronunciations and relatively for word frequencies. In 
their experimental study, Rahimi and Miri (2014) indicated that learners who used mobile dictionaries 
outperformed those who did not in a language test. Aslan (2016) demonstrated that mobile dictionaries 
were employed for vocabulary learning among translation majors. Comparing the effectiveness of 
electronic and paperback dictionaries (PDs), Rezaei and Davoudi (2016) revealed the outperformance 
of the first over the latter. In his experimental study comparing five groups, O’Neill (2019) showed 
that learners with previous training in dictionary use ranked second in their writing scores. Van der 
Merwe (2020) affirmed that ODs assisted in understanding the content knowledge through vocabulary 
learning. In a recent study, Trinh, Tran and Huynh (2021) indicated learner preference for ODs over PDs 
in vocabulary learning. More recently, Çolak and Balaman (2022) reported that an in-depth analysis 
of the screen-captured interactions revealed that ODs were an integral part of the social success of 
intercultural activities. Similarly, Dziemianko (2022) showed in her study that the illustrations in ODs 
helped learners with vocabulary retention. 

Notwithstanding the educational gains, dictionaries, including ODs, might have some potential 
pedagogical pitfalls. Tulgar (2017), for example, reported that impracticality, labor-intensiveness, and 
technology restriction were the drawbacks of PDs, while the lack of elaboration, internet connectivity 
loss, and visual distraction were the downsides to ODs. Another potential drawback of ODs might 
be the lack of reliability and accuracy of data content (Tarp, 2012; Chotkarnchanawat, Liangpanit & 
Wasuntarasophit, 2017). Additionally, some ODs might yield inconsistent or disputable entries due 
to editorial oversight (Mohamad, Rashid & Mohamad, 2017). It goes without saying that using ODs 
requires stable internet connection as in nearly all online resources (Jian et al., 2009). Ferrett and 
Dollinger (2021) asserted that the primary impediment to the advancement of e-dictionary technology 
is the content is frequently altered unidentifiably and irregularly. Ultimately, learners studying with 
ODs might experience technical hiccups, such as website crashes and malfunctions. However, this is a 
risk available for any computerized tool (Andrei, 2017). 

As far as etymology in language education is concerned, previous work cited several advantages. For 
instance, semantic elucidations and lexical associations of unfamiliar vocabulary might be conceivable 
through etymological data (e.g., prefixes, suffixes, and roots) (Akbulut, 2017). In addition to lexical 
comprehension, etymology also supplies learners with the necessary toolkit for making educated 
guesses in reading texts (Bellomo, 2005; Nation & Meara, 2013). Equipped with the essential 
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etymological knowledge, the confidence of learners in dealing with novel words also increases (Ebbers, 
2017). Engaging in etymology further provides learners with cultural information that might help them 
achieve cultural appreciation (Lund, 2007; Maxson, 2010). 

Taking these into consideration, this review attempted to evaluate Harper’s (2001) OED (https://www.
etymonline.com/) using Topal’s (2022) framework. In this respect, the OD at hand was generally 
described. The technological features were then explained. Potential pedagogical opportunities were 
next discussed. The review concluded with recognition of limitations and provision of recommendations. 
One study by Jassem (2017) critically reviewed this online dictionary (OD). However, the research 
scope was limited primarily to the Arabic origins of English. Accordingly, this review is expected to 
act as an academic guide to the literature on ODs, digital learning, and educational technology. 

General Description

Founded in 2001 by Douglas R. Harper, a civil war historian and the editor of Lancaster newspaper 
(Institute of Multi-Sensory Education, 2015), Etymonline.com is a freely available OED offered as 
a website and a mobile application. The name derives from the combination of “etymology” and 
“online.” Providing users with the history of around 50,000 words, this OD has mainly exploited the 
following sources, as cited on the website (https://www.etymonline.com/):

•	 The Barnhart dictionary of etymology (Barnhart & Steinmetz, 1988)
•	 Etymologisches Wörterbuch der englischen Sprache (Holthausen, 1927)
•	 Dictionary of American slang (Kipfer & Chapman, 2007)
•	 A comprehensive etymological dictionary of the English language (Klein, 1971)
•	 Oxford English dictionary (2nd ed.) (Dictionary, O. E., 1989) 
•	 An etymological dictionary of modern English (Weekley, 1921)

Both the web and mobile version are user-friendly, with an easily navigable interface. The website 
welcomes users with a search box at the top, with alphabetized query option placed right under (Figure 1). 
This means that users can see the lists of words alphabetically if interested. 

Users can also see the trending words right under the search box. Once a query is made about a word, 
the website presents various information (Figure 2), such as the word, names, phrases, suffixes, pre-
fixes, and roots of the search word. The number of entries is also displayed right above the word. Users 
are then provided with etymological information, such as the historical evolution of the word and lit-
eral/figurative usage. The link to related entries and more displays entries linking to the searched word 
(i.e., poetry), such as poet and heraldry. Users are further given n-grams (Figure 3) of the words, a chart 

Figure 1  The search box and alphabetized option on the website.
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Figure 2  A snapshot of a website interface following a query.

Figure 3  The usage trends of searched words in years by frequency.

that shows the trends of the word usage in years by frequency. However, users are cautioned against 
the reliability of the n-grams since they are adapted from books.google.com/ngrams/. 

Following the snapshots of latest stories and a general information about the OED, the website pres-
ents four main tabs: links, products, about, and support (Figure 4). 

Under the links tab, users can give feedback on specific and general issues or use the already avail-
able tags to leave feedback on. They can also access the primary sources and others exploited in the 
compilation of the OED. An interactive discussion box is available for users to make inquiries or join 
in discussions. They can further access the links to various sources about language, etymology, word 
friends, diversions, specific sources, or sources for writers. 
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Figure 4  The main tabs available on the OED’s website.

The products tab basically directs users to the iOS store (rated 4.9/5.00) and Google Play (rated 
4.8/5.00) for mobile versions of the OED, as well as the Chrome extension. The about tab, as the 
name suggests, provides the biography of the lexicographer, introduction to etymology, explanations 
of concepts and phrases used in the dictionary, and a link to follow the Facebook page. Ultimately, the 
support tab, self-explanatory as it is, provides links to PayPal, RedBubble, and Patreon to support the 
OED. Users might buy Etymonline products on RedBubble. 

Different from the website, the mobile app allows users to add bookmarks, change text size, and copy 
links and share the content. It also enables them to access the etymological data on prefixes and suf-
fixes ordered alphabetically. 

Technological Features

The OED’s web-based version is easily accessible at https://www.etymonline.com/, and the mobile 
applications can be downloaded from iOS App store or Google Play store. There is even a Chrome 
extension for those who might wish to look for the etymological origins of a word while reading 
online. The iOS version is compatible with iPhones (iOS 11.0 or later), iPad (iOS 11.0 or later), iPod 
touch (iOS 11.0 or later), and Mac (macOS 11.0 or later and a Mac with Apple M1 chip or later.) The 
iOS version also offers in-app purchases (Etymonline Premium 12 Months for $17.99, Etymonline 
Premium 1 Month for $4.99, and Etymonline Premium 6 Months for $13.99). The Android version, 
on the other hand, requires Android-operating devices with 4.4 version or later. The in-app purchases 
on Android vary between $1,26 and $4.62. The navigation on the website and mobile app is easy, 
with relatively few tabs and non-distracting visuals. The OED can be used in 24 languages. Terms 
of service and privacy policy are also accessible on both versions. Those with questions about terms 
and privacy can contact the administrators through email (peigencihui@gmail.com). Another email 
address (etymonline@protonmail.com) is provided under the about tab for those with questions and 
comments. The website complies with the requirements of currency/timeliness (Metzger, 2007). That 
is, users are informed about the updates on the dictionary content as Ball and Bothma (2018) suggested. 
However, a few technical issues should be highlighted about the mobile app. First, the “contact the 
developer” tab does not function. Also, the premium version that guarantees ad removal malfunctions. 
Despite the upgrade to premium, ads still appear on the mobile version. The dark mode of the app in 
neither platforms is available, which might be unpleasing to the eye, especially for visually-sensitive 
users. 

Pedagogical Features

A critical evaluation of both versions revealed potential benefits under five categories: (i) etymological 
awareness/understanding, (ii) cultural-historical awareness/understanding, (iii) cross-linguistic 
awareness/understanding, (iv) lexical enhancement, and (v) academic resource. Etymonline offers 
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comprehensive data on word origins, enabling learners to comprehend word evolutions and associated 
meanings. It might, therefore, be an invaluable tool for linguistic exploration that can be captivating 
and instructive for language students and educators. Previous studies promoted the salience of 
etymological awareness/understanding, revealing that language learners and teachers might benefit 
from it while learning and teaching idioms (Boers, Eyckmans & Stengers, 2007; Bagheri & Fazel, 
2010; Noroozi & Salehi, 2013) and acquiring information or guessing the meanings of slang words 
(Lillo, 2018). Vakhovska and Isaienko (2021), on the other hand, held that having a good understanding 
of etymology is essential for translation students to maintain word meanings. In addition, Hewett 
(2019) proposed four types of knowledge, among which is etymological awareness, to teach spelling 
to children. This awareness might assist children in identifying, for instance, the difference between 
“ch” and “sh” in spelling the French-originated word “chef.” Based on these studies, it might be argued 
that language learners should be equipped with etymological awareness, knowledge, and competence 
for better spelling and vocabulary learning and use, and the OED might be a valuable tool for achieving 
this goal. 

Another advantage of the OED might be the promotion of cultural-historical awareness/understanding. 
The OED provides an in-depth exploration of the historical and cultural contexts in which words 
are created, thus enhancing the learner’s comprehension of linguistic and cultural elements. Given 
the intricate relationship between language and culture (Byram, 1994), it might be implausible to 
divorce language studies from cultural elements. In this sense, the OED might be a beneficial tool for 
increasing learners’ cultural-historical awareness/understanding. For example, the French-origin word 
“Renaissance” (meaning rebirth) is historically affiliated with the 14th-century Italian cultural and 
artistic movement. Another example is that the Japanese-origin word “sushi” might provide insights 
into the historical significance of rice in Japanese culture. A study by Stanciu (2020) demonstrated 
that etymology helped identify the impact of the hidden words of Turkish origins in the Romanian 
language on gaining insights into the Turkic languages and cultures. In another study, Sabonsolin (2022) 
maintained that etymology could help learners deepen their understanding of words and appreciate the 
impact of Cebuano/Filipino cultures on Spanish. Although the target languages are different, the same 
could be argued for the effect of other cultures (e.g., French, Scandinavian, and German) on English. 
The OEF might be a valuable asset in that regard. 

A relevant benefit that might be reaped from the OED is cross-cultural awareness/understanding. 
Etymology can offer insight into linguistic relationships between languages and thus foster language 
learning, especially for multilingual learners. A study conducted in the plurilinguistic Canadian context 
revealed that students were curious about etymology to discover, for instance, “Why is Urdu a mixture 
of languages?” and “Do other languages go like Urdu?” (Zaidi, 2020, p. 280). These learners’ questions 
might shed light on the potential benefit of etymology in raising their cross-cultural awareness/
understanding. In this regard, the OED might be an essential digital tool to satisfy learner curiosity 
about cross-linguistic explorations. A practical in-class application of this might be using etymology 
to find out about students’ names to display interest in their ethnic background (Soe, Win & Tang, 
2020). This might work well, especially in multilingual/multicultural classrooms and encourage active 
learner participation and foster inclusiveness (Rehman & Haider, 2013; Rodriguez-Keyes, Schneider, 
& Keenan, 2013). 

A fourth profit of the OED is conceivable lexical enhancement. The available information about 
word origins, prefixes, suffixes, and roots on the OED might foster vocabulary expansion, especially 
for advanced learners and educators. Etymology, according to Pierson (1989), creates a meaningful 
learning environment wherein learners can generalize the meaning of the prefix “circum” (meaning 
around, on all sides) as in the word “circuit” and eventually “possess ownership of words” (Beck, 
1984). Carter and McCarthy (2014) stated in their book that etymology is one of the instruments 
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retaining vocabulary. Several previous studies also indicated the effectiveness of etymology in retaining 
figurative language items (i.e., idioms) (Moreno, 2011; Baleghizadeh & Bagheri, 2012; Reisi Gahroei 
& Tabatabaei, 2013; Ali Zarei & Rahimi, 2014). The role of etymology in learning general vocabulary 
was also reported in earlier studies (Solgi & Sotoudehnama, 2017; Golzarnia & Rahmani, 2018). The 
easy and gratis accessibility of the OED might accordingly be at the disposal of language learners in 
improving their vocabulary knowledge. 

The OED’s final aid might be its use as an academic/instructional resource for enthusiastic language 
learners, teachers, academic researchers, linguistics/etymology majors because this digital tool 
supplies a wealth of etymological information on numerous words. A study by Moeljadi, Kamajaya 
and Darnis (2019) highlighted the significance of etymological studies for determining the loanwords 
in the Indonesian language. Simpson (2009) discussed the role of etymological elaboration in historical 
lexicography. Nesi (1999) reported that etymology was included in a course outline for language and 
linguistics students. Similarly, Aponte (2013) exploited etymation (etymology + animation) in her 
thesis to teach the history of spelling through animated cartoons. The OED might accordingly be 
leveraged for academic and instructional purposes. 

Notwithstanding the potential benefits, the review outlined the potential pitfalls of the OED as 
follows: (i) linguistic complexity, (ii) absence of phonological information, (iii) limited interactivity, 
(iv) potential inaccuracies, (v) textual-visual distractions, and (vi) internet requirement. Etymonline 
may contain more technical information regarding etymologies, which may not be appropriate for 
beginning or intermediate language learners. As Jackson (2002) put it, learners may need to familiarize 
themselves with such terms and concepts as Old French, late 14c., cognates (étymologie), immediate/
ultimate origins, as well as abbreviations (e.g., cf. short for Latin confer). Miller (2018) supported this 
claim by stating that large amounts of information might be daunting for learners. Another downside 
to the OED is the absence of phonological information. That is, neither version includes etymological 
information on word pronunciations. However, it is well-established that the pronunciation of words 
has dramatically changed over time (Trask, 2013), including the great vowel shift in English (Frankis, 
2020). Therefore, incorporating phonological changes into the OED might help foster phonological 
awareness/understanding among advanced language users.

The OED was found to offer limited interactivity as to language learning (e.g., interactive quizzes 
or exercises). However, Etymonline is designed primarily as a reference, not a language learning 
tool. This downside might accordingly be ignored, or recommendations for incorporating interactive 
etymology practice might be considered. The “test your English” section on the Tureng multilingual 
dictionary, for example, includes vocabulary, grammar, and listening activities and might be a promising 
self-assessment tool (Topal, 2022). Similarly, the Collins online learner dictionary also provides 
its users with interactive quizzes about grammar and vocabulary (e.g. word challenge) that might 
create a competitive learning environment (https://www.collinsdictionary.com/quiz/elt/confusables). 
Comparably, the Longman dictionary online offers language exercises on vocabulary, intermediate/
advanced grammar, listening and pronunciation, and exam preparation (e.g., TOEFL and IETLS) 
(https://www.ldoceonline.com/exercise/). In a study, Boulton (2010) found the relative impact of 
dictionaries in language learning, although the participants predominantly leaned toward data-driven 
learning. It might thus be plausible to assert that dictionary activities supported with corpora might 
yield more fruitful learning outcomes. 

The remaining drawbacks (i.e., potential inaccuracies, textual-visual distractions, and internet 
requirement) are not specific to the etymological tool at hand (i.e., the OED) but can be encountered in 
almost all online platforms. As with any online source, there is a risk of false or out-of-date information, 
albeit very rarely (Frawley, 1988). Therefore, it is essential to verify the information provided by the 
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OED with other trustworthy sources. In addition, due to the vast amount of content available, users 
might become distracted and spend more time than necessary on digital platforms (e.g., websites and 
apps) (Lang, 2020). Ultimately, reliance on stable internet connection is a frequently experienced 
disadvantage of digital/online platforms (Reddy Moonasamy & Naidoo, 2022), as in the OED. 
However, the OED can be used offline if upgraded to premium. 

Conclusion

The review evaluated Harper’s (2001) highly-rated, increasingly comprehensive OED (https://www.
etymonline.com/) using Topal’s (2022) adapted framework. Findings revealed potential educational 
gains, including the awareness and understanding of etymology, culture, history, and other languages, 
vocabulary improvement, and use as an academic resource. Possible pitfalls of the OED were cited 
as complex/technical language, lack of pronunciation etymologies, lack of interactive etymological 
exercises, linguistic/content-related inaccuracies, textual-visual distractions, and the internet require-
ment. The review also indicated the need for further updates and improvements to the OED, such as 
incorporating word pronunciation histories and the dark mode feature and overcoming the glitches. 
Nevertheless, the OED might be a promising language reference tool for language learners, teachers, 
academics, and etymology/linguistics enthusiasts. Quantitative and qualitative studies are, however, 
needed to corroborate the pros and cons cited in this review. 
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